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"Looks Like Acquittal": Sex, Murder,
and the Tampa Morning Tribune, 1895
by J. Thomas Perry

n the morning of August 22, 1894, W.M. Hendley fished
alone on a St. Petersburg, Florida dock. Sela P. Harrison
approached the man from behind wielding a double-barreled shotgun, one barrel loaded with buck-shot and the other
with slugs cut from a metal bar. Hendley was unaware of his
assailant and no words were exchanged. Within ten feet of the victim, Sela fired both barrels striking Hendley in the torso and taking off the right side of his head. Sela remained calm. He did not
attempt to flee the scene or dispose of the gun, rather, he walked
slowly up the dock and eventually handed the weapon to Marshal
Clarence Gill. Along with the gun, Sela produced a letter, handed
it to Gill, and asked the arresting marshal for permission to go
home and retrieve more letters. Gill refused his request. B.C. Kyle,
who witnessed the killing, later testified that he asked Sela why he
had murdered Hendley, and Sela replied, "Because he has ruined
my wife."l
Sela's wife, Jennie Harrison, first met Hendley in the fall of
1893 while fishing with her husband. Shortly after that meeting,
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Tribune, 13January 1895.
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Hendley began to visit the Harrison home, often when Sela was
absent. According to later testimony, in the spring of 1894,Jennie
was sick, lying in bed when Hendley called on the Harrison home.
He offered Jennie some "Hop Tea" and convinced her it would
make her feel better. "I drank it," claimed Jennie, "and it set me
crazy." Hendley stayed at the house the rest of the day and the two
became "intimate." When Hendley returned for another visit with
Jennie, he confessed that "he had put stuff in the bottle" of "Hop
Tea." Even thoughJennie Harrison claimed she had been wrongly seduced by Hendley, the affair continued throughout the summer of 1894 and culminated with the death of Hendley at the
hands of the distraught Sela Hamson.
The trial of Sela P. Harrison for the murder of W.M. Hendley
was a front-page fixture for the Tampa Morning Tribune from
January 8, 1895 through January 16, 1895. Wallace Fisher Stovall,
the owner and publisher of the newspaper, used the trial coverage
as a forum to promote his views of middle-class sexuality.
Determined to display Tampa as a stable, growing, and traditional
city, Stovall used his publication to advance his own agenda for the
growing metrop~lis.~
Stovall's trial coverage dealt with a number
of important issues, including adultery, insanity, character, manhood, honor, and murder. Unfortunately, the primary actors of
the event-Jennie Harrison, Sela Harrison, and W. M. Hendleyremain almost entirely silent. The bulk of the evidence for their
views and actions comes from Jennie's testimony on the witness
stand, and even this is filtered. We are left with the Tampa Morning
Tribune's coverage of the January 1895 trial.
However, these press reports provide a good understanding of
gender anxieties in turn-of-the-century Tampa and demonstrate
Stovall's efforts to reinforce traditional honor and gender codes in
a community experiencing the social consequences of rapid economic growth. All three primary actors committed a breach of
middle-class sexuality standards. Jennie, the false wife, Hendley,
the lustful "villain," and Sela the unemployed, unbalanced, and
domesticated husband, broke middle-class gender rules. Stovall
supported the individual who, in his opinion, had broken the least
important gender code, ignored his unemployment and mental

*
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3.

Daily Tribune, 10 January 1895.
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instability, and fought for Sela's victory in an effort to firmly
enforce middle class sexual standards in a changing society.
Tampa transformed rapidly during the 1880s and 1890s. An
industrial explosion followed by a population influx, marked
Tampa as one of the up-and-coming cities of the New South. The
Civil War and Reconstruction took a toll on the southern states
and Tampa's existence floundered for some years; historian
Hampton Dunn calls the 1870s the "Dismal Decade" for Tampa.
By 1880, Tampa had a p.opulation of only 726. However as the
decade progressed so too did the city's fortunes. Henry Plant's
railroad arrived in the port city in 1884, connecting Tampa to
Jacksonville and important northern metropolitan areas. By 1890
the population was more than 5,500.4
The 1880s marked a decade of firsts for Tampa and its residents. "During the fabulous eighties," writes Tampa historian Karl
H. Grismer, "Tampa got its first street railway, its first water works,
its first organized fire department, its first paved streets, its first
sewers and its first electric lightsn5 However, one of the most
important developments in Tampa came with the arrival of the
cigar industry. Historian Nancy Hewitt attributes the emergence
of the industrial age in Tampa to Don Vicente Ybor and Ignacio
Haya who decided on the Tampa Bay area as the "home for the
strike-plagued cigar factories they managed in Havana and Key
West." The first Cuban cigar makers arrived in 1886. By the turn
of the century, over 4,000 Cubans lived in the Tampa area, a full
one-fourth of the city's p ~ p u l a t i o n . ~
Alongside this influx of immigration and foreign capital,
Tampa transformed "into a multicultural, urban manufacturing
enter."^ New social tensions were aroused with numbers of
women-white, black, and Hispanic--entering the public sphere as
laborers and community organizers. With the success of the cigar
industry inYbor City, the movement of many women into the indus-
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6.

7.

Hampton Dunn, Yesterday's Tampa (Miami: E.A. Seemann Publishing, 1972),
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trial workforce, and the rise of a number of community action and
volunteer programs in which women participated, traditional gender relations in Tampa came under siege. Stovall, seeing the
changes taking place around him, used his newspaper as a forum to
~ in other
crusade against the emergence of the "New W ~ m a n . "As
cities around the nation, the repercussions of the industrial age
reached into the home and remolded American sexuality.
The industrial age in the United States saw the demise of apprenticeship, the rising dficulty for men to secure their own businesses,
the expansion of women in the workplace-such
as Jennie
Harrison-as well as an influx of immigrants to mushrooming urban
areas. As the century drew to a close, manhood was redefined within the context of increased competition and "animal instincts were
seen in a positive light." Physical strength, given as much weight as
the strength of a man's character, toppled the Age of Enlightenment
and its focus on rationality. A new concept emerged, one of "manly
reason," in which "male rationality was not a capacity for deep, logical reflection but rather an absence of complex emotions-an
absence which freed men to act boldly and decisively." With physical
strength elevated to new heights, fighting between men became commonplace, and when a threat to a woman's virtue appeared, murder
could be the likely result. Scholar E. Anthony Rotundo claims the
Civil War played "a key force in shaping this male perception of life
as warfare" during the last decades of the nineteenth century
Advancing technology in printing and distribution elevated
newspapers to a central role in the dissemination of culture as people looked to the local and national press to explain an increasingly complex world and expose wrongdoing. "Journalists," writes
Richard Hamm, "became not only recorders of the stories but an
integral part of them, constructing the meaning of the events as
they occurred." Furthermore, the trials which the newspapers covered extensively, "functioned as 'powerful teachers and preachers
of conventional morality' and customs." In the Harrison case, the
Tampa Morning TTibune "accepted, produced, altered, and disseminated ideas.. .about honor and chivalry." lo The Harrison case
--

"The New Woman," Tampa Morning Tribune, 4 May 1895.
E. Anthony Rotundo, American Manhood: Transfmations in Masculinityfrom the
h o l u t i o n to the Modern Era, (New York: Basic Books, 1993), 223-230.
10. Richard F. Hamm, Murder, Honor, and Law: Four Virginia Homicides Ji-om
Reconstruction to the Great Defrression (Charlottesville:The University of Virginia
Press, 2003), 1-3.
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quickly emerged as a story with a moral. Stovall and the Tampa
Morning Tribune sought to put the case to good use, to use it as a
tool to educate the city, and to uphold traditional concepts of sexuality in a time of drastic change.
Before 1894, the Tampa Bay area had two primary tri-weekly
newspapers: the Tampa Tribune and the TampaJournal. According
to Tampa historian Karl Grismer, both of these papers were
"underfinancedmand "understaffed." The Tampa Publishing
Company, founded in 1893, purchased the two floundering newspapers and established the Tampa Daily Times. A month later
Stovall arrived in the Tampa Bay area from Bartow in Polk County
and launched a rival paper, choosing its name from its, defunct
predecessor, the Tampa Morning Tribune. The Panic of 1893 financially crippled the new paper, forcing Stovall to convert the publication to a weekly. On January 1, 1895, thanks to the help of a
number of prominent locals who together invested $10,000,
Stovall once again began to publish the Tampa Morning Tribune as
a daily, just in time to cover the Harrison murder trial which commenced with jury selection on January 8."
When Stovall arrived in Tampa during the spring of 1893, he
was only twenty-four years old, but he had already worked for seven
newspapers in a variety of capacities. However, Stovall's biographer, Randy Bobbitt, contends that the most important aspect of
newspaper publishing that Stovall learned was the ability to use
publications as "a tool to promote the ideas of their owners."12
Familiar with all aspects of newspaper publication, Stovall worked
with only a handful of employees whose duties were limited to
typesetting and press operation. Stovall, writes Bobbitt, "was a
workaholic who often put in 20-hour days," editing and managing
the Tampa Morning Triune in the mid- 1890s with the help of one
trusted employee,J.A. Mellon. Thus, any article published would
have been read and approved, if not written, by St~vall.'~
Stovall insisted on presenting Tampa as a stable, civilized, and
vigorous city. Safe for new arrivals as well as capital from the
North, Tampa's substantial growth needed to be seen as permanent. "There is no boom here," declared an editorial in the Tampa
Morning Tribune. People are moving to Tampa, "buying homes,
1 1. Grismer, 199-200.
12. Bobbitt, 22.
13. Ibid, 34.
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going into business, and otherwise interesting themselves in the
progress and prosperity of the city as becomes good citizens." Just
in case any readers were unsure of Tampa's industrious populace,
Stovall summed up the work ethic of the community, "there are no
idlers among our population and none are desired."14Beneath the
claims of entrepreneurial stability and a diligent workforce lay
Stovall's insistence of gender-role solidity. Not only was Tampa
permanent and on the rise, it was a civilized place where the proper gender spheres were acknowledged and practiced. Men, with
restrained emotions, provided for the family and protected the
home and family, while women lived in a domestic, spiritual bliss.15
Stovall editorialized twice in the spring of 1895 against the
emergence of the "New Woman." What seems to have unsettled
Stovall and his contemporaries were the efforts by this "New
Woman" to vote and gain greater opportunity in the public sphere.
"The New Woman, with her trivialities, her fads, her pretensions
and her denials of the social function, has but small place, thank
God, in Tampa society," wrote Stovall. The editor expressed particular concern that women in polite circles were being swayed by
"propaganda" sent through the mails. Determined to counter the
effects of feminist literature and posit woman's place firmly in the
domestic sphere, Stovall continued:
Arguing from the man's standpoint, we feel compelled to
protest against any "newness" that would rob our womankind of that quality of superiority in the moral economy
that constitutes a saving grace for all of us. We protest
against the breaking down of barriers: against the negation of that quality that compels uncovered hearts, and
against any denial of the feminine prerogative to rule our
homes by the sweet law of love and tenderness.16
Just two and a half weeks later, in case his readers had not
understood his position, Stovall again published an editorial
debasing the "New Woman." If the new woman, one who seeks to
"be a voter, a fighter, a political trickster, does darken this earth,
we who cling to the old ideals of chivalry do not know her and we
14. Untitled Editorial, The Tampa Morning Tribune, 17 January 1895.
15. Gail Bederman, Manliness €3 Civilization: A Cultural History of Gender and Race
in the United States, 188@1917(Chicago:The University of Chicago Press,
1995), 25.
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don't want to know her," he insisted. Reflecting on recent economic crisis, Stovall summed up his view on a woman's proper
place:
Disasters may come and panics may pass, leaving their miserable wreckage strewn behind, but no greater disaster, no
greater trouble can befall this or any other country than to
see its fair women going outside of their sphere to become
more than angles and companions of our lives, more than
our friends and our sweethearts.17
In his claims that all men of Tampa want are ladies who desire
to be protected, who faint at the sight of blood, and screech at the
appearance of a mouse, Stovall was undeniably disseminating
proper gender roles for his community. Tampa's women, uninfluenced by the "New Woman, remained domesticated and proper,
while Tampa's men sought nothing else than to be civilized by protecting their "delicate women and children from the rigors of the
workaday world."18
For those women who needed the protection of a man and
clung to the "old ideals of chivalry," there was the "unwritten law"
which protected a betrayed husband if he responded with violence
against his adulterous wife or her lover. Historian Robert Ireland
believes that the Victorian emphasis on virtue "caused middleclass...Americans increasingly to fear for the survival of the very
foundations of American society," the family and the contented
home. This "unwritten law," used by juries in attempts to thwart
plotting libertines, applied to acts of adultery or acts of seduction
by an unmarried couple.1g Historian Lawrence Lipin-who
researched an 1886 murder with strong similarities to the Harrison
case-claims that the public nature of these trials allowed aspiring
politicians to seize on the themes of adultery and murder "to
address the nature of manhood and womanhood in an industrial
society." The attorneys in the case Lipin studied used gendered
language to critique the industrial authority in hopes of identiv-

16.
17.
18.
19.

"The New Woman," 4 May 1895.
"Whatis the New Woman?"The Tampa Morning Tribune, 21 May 1895.
Bederman, 28.
Robert M. Ireland, "The Libertine Must Die: Sexual Dishonor and the
Unwritten Law in the Nineteenth Century United States," TheJournal of Social
History 23, no. 1 (1989): 27-29.
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ing themselves with the working class, thus using the courtroom as
a forum to advance their own political a~pirations.~~
However, as we will see, the trial of Sela P. Harrison was not used
by the attorneys or the media to inflame class tensions, but rather by
a young newspaper editor to reinforce the traditional gender codes
of the Tampa community. The Harrison case clearly shows how
threatening a sexually adventurous woman-Jennie had allegedly
been duped into sexual relations with a man at the age of sixteenwas perceived by Wallace Fisher Stovall. Although Stovall sought to
show Tampa as an industrious city with no room for idlers, he wholeheartedly supported the unemployed, mentally unstable Sela.
Despite the fact Sela failed in protecting his wife from the "workaday
world," he succeeded in proving his manhood by acting boldly in
defense of his home and hearth. In the end, for Stovall and the
Tampa Morning Tnbune, protection of home and family outweighed
the political- and class-related aspects of the case.
Sela and Jennie married in the city of Peru-present day
Riverview-in Hillsborough County, Florida, in 1885. They had six
children together, three of whom s u ~ v e dchildhood. Jennie
noticed in 1889 that Sela, sick with catarrh of the head as well as
diseases of the bladder and kidneys, began to behave in a bizarre
manner. The couple eventually moved to the city of St.
Petersburg, and, according to Jennie, Sela began to post notices
advertising planned lectures. He sought to preach on such topics
as "Is marriage a failure?" and "a skeleton in the closet." He slept
little and often read throughout the night. One of his favorite
pleasure-reads was the socialist periodical, The Coming Nation, published at Cave Mills, ~ennessee.*l
According to historian Francelia Butler, The Coming Nation's
founder and editor,Julius Wayland, "indulged in violent attacks on
free enterprise." The publication was well known in reform and
leftist circles, and the renowned labor leader Eugene Debs attributed much of his socialist leanings to the paper's influence.
However, the Tampa Morning Tribune paid no attention to Sela's
political beliefs. The only mention of Sela's politics came from
Jennie. " [Sela] read 'Coming Nation' a great deal.. .I regarded
20. Lawrence M. Lipin, "'Burying the Destroyer of One Happy Home': Manhood,
Industrial Authority, and Political Alliance Building in the Murder Trial of Ira
Strunk,"TheJournal of Social History 28, no. 4 (1995): 784.
21. "Tried For Life," 10January 1895.
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him as a man of unsound mind," she claimed from the witness
stand. Stovall himself was not against labor organizing, however he
was against radicalism and often editorialized in favor of management. A defendant with socialist ties, under different circumstances, probably would have not gained Stovall's support.
However, Stovall's decision to back Sela shows how threatening a
woman's sexual initiative had become in the industrial age, as well
as Stovall's own commitment to the use of violence in order to
maintain what he perceived as proper community standards on
marriage.22
The Harrison family, with unemployed Sela and the sexually
and socially adventurous Jennie, epitomized upside-down social
and gender relations. In May 1894, not long after Hendley and
Jennie began their affair,Jennie procured a job as a tobacco stripper at B. Garcia & Bro. cigar factory. "The money I made I gave to
the defendant and he used it in the support of the family," recalled
Jennie, "He remained at home, cooked and took care of the children."23
Sela's domestic activities raiskd troubling questions at a time
when rigid gender roles were already eroding. Historian Margaret
Marsh argues that in the years after the Civil War, the "separate
spheres" for the sexes began to break down. The concept of "masculine domesticity" emerged in which the man of the house would
take on greater responsibility "for some of the day-to-day tasks of
bringing up children." The husband, expected to spend "time
away from work," would also "take a significantly greater interest in
the details of running the household and caring for the children
than his father had."24 However, society still expected men to be
22. On The Coming Nation see, Francelia Butler, "The Ruskin Commonwealth: A
Unique Experiment in Marxian Socialism," Tennessee Historical Quarter4 23,
no.4 (1964): 333-335. Also see Clay Bailey, "Looking Backward at the Ruskin
Cooperative Association," Tennessee Historical Quarter4 53 (1994): 100-113.
For Jennie on the witness stand see, "Tried for Life," 10 January 1895. For
Stovall's political views see, Ingalls, Urban Vigilantes in the New South, 60-83; See
also, Bobbitt, A Big Idea and A Shirt-TailFull of Type, 30; Fear of woman's initiative see, Nancy MacLean, "The Leo Frank Case Reconsidered: Gender and
Sexual Politics in the Making of Reactionary Populism," The Journal of
American Histg, 78, no.3 (December, 1991): 917-948.
23. "Tried for Life," 10January 1895.
24. Margaret Marsh, "Suburban Men and Masculine Domesticity, 18'70-1915,"in
Meaningsfor Manhood: Constructions of Masculinily in VictorianAmerica, ed. Mark
C. Carnes and Clyde Griffen (Chicago and London: The University of
Chicago Press, 1990), 112-113.
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the primary breadwinners, especially among the working class.
Sela's lack of employment was a significant defect in his character.
The fact he was jobless was used to explain his mental instability,
but interestingly, proved not a good enough motivator, according
to the Tampa Morning Tribune, for Jennie to be unhappy with her
marriage, to seek comfort away from home, or think about a
divorce.
Soon after Jennie started her job at the cigar factory, she
began corresponding with Hendley. Unfortunately for the historic
record, the Tampa Morning Tribune deemed the majority of the letters-later introduced as evidence-as
"not fit to appear in
print."25 In mid-summer of 1894, Jennie confessed to Sela her
S a i r with Hendley. She pledged her loyalty to her husband and
the two "knelt in mutual prayers and tears-one the injured, the
other forgiven-promises made and confidences restored." Sela,
still unsure of his wife's fidelity, wrote a decoy letter, purportedly
from Hendley, to Jennie. Her response fell into his hands-probably with the help of Mrs. Hendley-and he handed this letter over
to Marshal Clarence Gill at the time of his arrest. The Tampa
Morning Tribune believed this final letter was Sela's breaking point.
"In spite of her confession, in spite of her pleadings for forgiveness
[the letter showed] that she still loved Hendley, and was plotting
to elope with him."26
" [TI he more deeply the husband loves his wife," wrote Bernarr
MacFadden-a turn of the century fitness magnate and sexuality
author-"the keener will be the mental torture that will come with
the knowledge of her ir~fidelity."~'Jennie's extramarital affair
caused Sela severe mental anguish. Although his acquaintances
testified that he was a man of unsound mind, this last letter near
the time of the killing, "unbalanced [Sela's] mind which caused
him to kill [Hendley]."28 The Tampa Morning Tribune, as well as
the witnesses for the defense, shifted the blame for the murder
from Sela to Jennie. Her final love letter to Hendley, according to
Stovall, proved to be the last straw for the unstable Sela.
Just three weeks before the murder, Marshal Clarence Gill
reported breaking up a fight between the deceased and the defen25. "Still Goes On," The Tampa Morning Tribune 12 January 1895.
26. Ibid.
27. Bernarr MacFadden, Manhood and Marriage (New York: Physical Culture
Publishing Co., 1916), 106.
28. "Still Goes On," 12 January 1895.
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dant at the Post Office. 'Young man," warned Sela, "I have caught
up with you. If you don't let my family alone I will hurt you."
Hendley allegedly laughed. Three weeks later Hendley lay dead,
and in January of 1895 a Hillsborough County Court convened to
decide the fate of his slayer.29
For Wallace Stovall, adultery proved to be the true crime. This
explains why his newspaper praised Sela's bold decision to kill, while
it eschewed the defenseless, yet lustful Hendley. Adultery in nineteenth-century America followed a double standard. Men of all
social classes frequented prostitutes. "Even the most loving husbands," writes John D'Emilio and Estelle Freedman, "could be
tempted to commit adultery and expect to be forgiven by their
wives."30 Women, their virtue tied to their moral superiority and
fidelity to their husbands, continued to be held to a higher standard
of sexual purity. Biologically, the chance of pregnancy raised the
stakes for any woman contemplating an adulterous afFair. A crime
of secrecy, adultery could have devastating effects on a woman's
character if a nosy neighbor or divorce proceeding exposed her
clandestine activities. The newspaper coverage did not mention the
possibility of divorce. Ella Hendley, the wife of the deceased,
revealed that Sela contemplated divorce when he first learned of
Jennie's treachery, yet he obviously chose a different route.
Stovall continuously stressed that Sela's honor had to be
restored. Divorce would have broken the Harrison home and left
Sela without honor. It is possible that Sela felt added pressure to
defend his character. Sela's lack of employment and his domestic
role already put his manhood in question. Hendley tried to persuade Jennie to leave Sela on these facts alone. Sela was "nothing
but a poor fisherman, nobody liked him," but Hendley "was rich,
had a saw-mill in Key West, land in Georgia, and an orange grove."
Hendley also told Jennie that if she chose to be his wife, then she
would not have to work.31 The thought of a work-free life must
have been very appealing to Jennie. Furthermore, Jennie confessed all this information to Sela. Hendley had not only "ruined"
his wife, he also sought to steal her away while at the same time
damaging Sela's name.
29. Evidence All In," Tampa Momzing Tribune 13January 1895.
30. John D'Emilio and Estelle B. Freedman, Intimate Matters: A History of Sexuality
in America (Chicago:University of Chicago Press, 1997), 82-83.
31. "RuinedLives," The Tampa Morning T?-ibune,11 January 1895.
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Angus McLaren, in his recent study on masculinity, found that
if a "love triangle led to murder, the husband was usually the murderer and the lover or wife the victim," which places the Harrison
case within the contemporary expectations for adulterous affairs.
Focusing on a series of turn-of-the-century murders in British
Columbia, McLaren discovered that courtrooms, "swayed by a
familiar melodramatic script with its invocation of the rights and
duties of 'manhood,"' often failed to punish an avenging husband.
In fact, the murderer stood the best chance of being acquitted if
he acted in defense of his wife or home.32 Stovall and the Tampa
Morning Tribune agreed with this logic. Hendley represented the
"villain" who disrupted a peaceful and "contented home."33 The
deliberate treachery of Jennie Harrison caused the murder. She
proved "vile enough to intrigue with the deceased" and even after
her confession still "base enough to continue her illicit relations
with the man who ruined Harrison's home."34 In one of the cases
McLaren studied, the judge claimed the sentence served as a warning-not to men who contemplated murder-but to men who set
out "with the purpose of destroying another man's home."35
McLaren also found that men who killed often killed acquaintances. Acting in defense of honor and home, murderers acted
because of challenges to their manhood. At the turn of the century "it was understood that in struggles over honor and in defense
of one's family a good man might be forced to kill."36 The Tampa
Morning Tribune sought to permeate the Harrison case with this
logic. Hendley's challenge to Sela's home, forced the decent and
honorable Sela to kill. Any man, claimed the writers for the Tampa
Momzing Tribune, would say to Sela, "had I been in your shoes, I
would have done as you have done in the defense of my family."37
The Tampa Morning Tribune set out early in its coverage of the
Harrison trial to sway the minds of the reading public to the behalf'
of Sela. After the first day of trial, the paper declared Sela would
be acquitted because of three factors. First, he was of unsound
mind. Second, Sela knew of the letters between Jennie and
32. Angus McLaren, The Trials of Masculinily: Policing Sexual Boundaries, 187@1930
(Chicago:The University of Chicago Press, 1997), 111-131.
33. "RuinedLives," 11 January 1895.
34. "EvidenceAll In," 13January 1895.
35. McLaren, 129.
36. McLaren, 115-121.
3'7. "Ruined Lives," 11 January 1895.
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Hendley, and third, because "the killing was in defense of his family and home, and therefore justifiable." 38
The character of the accused murderer, an important aspect
of the defense, often determined the outcome of the trial. Sela's
defense, led by M.B. Macfarlane, demanded a careful balance
between contradictory ideas: to show the jury that Sela, while
deemed insane, could still comprehend the harm done to his
home and family. McLaren found that the defendants' eventual
acquittal or conviction often resulted from his character. Sela's
counsel brought witness after witness to the stand to testify about
the defendant's mental instability. Mrs. Ella Hendley claimed that
when she sent the letters to Sela, she was concerned he would do
harm to her or her husband. "He was so flurried he did not know
what to do," Mrs. Hendley informed the courtroom. Marshal
Clarence Gill testified that at the time of the murder, Sela claimed
to the arresting officer that he had not eaten or slept in twenty
days, and that "this thing ha[d] been brewing for thirty years."3g
There is evidence that Sela Harrison had a history of mental
problems. In the 18'70 census an S.P. Harrison appears in Duncan
Township, Arkansas. Aged seventeen, having been born in
Missouri, S.P. Harrison lived with twenty-nine year old, W.H.
Harrison, and a fifty-five year old black female, Ann Burger.
However what is most interesting about this census record is that
next to S.P. Harrison's name, there is a check in the column that
declared the individual "deaf and dumb, blind, insane, or idiotic."*O Fifteen years later an S.P. Harrison, born in Missouri, aged
thirty-two, and residing in Hillsborough County, appears in the
Florida State Census of 1885. There was no check under the column for insanity in the 1885 census-none appear on the entire
page-and the official trail of Sela Harrison's mental state stops.
Character witnesses, however, did t e s q to Sela's previous mental
in~tability.~~
As Robert Ireland demonstrates, the insanity of a defendant
was often proved by character witnesses who acknowledged temporary states of insanity in the defendant due to his wife's adulterous
affair. By continuing to dwell on the damage done to his home,
38.
39.
40.
41.

"EvidenceAll In," 13January 1895.
Ibid.
Ancestry.com. 1870 United States Federal Census, accessed 18 November 2009.
Ancestry.com 1885 flmz'da State Census, accessed 18 November 2009.
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family, and honor, the defendant lapsed into a transitory insanity,
thus rendering him innocent of fault. This transitory insanity
could only be cured with the death of the libertine.42 However,
Sela Harrison acknowledged that the murder had been brewing
for thirty years, well before he married Jennie, moved to
Hillsborough County, or met W.M. Hendley. Long time acquaintances also testified to Sela's previous mental problems and his
relationship with Jennie. C.E. Worth, who knew Harrison for over
twelve years, claimed Sela believed his wife's intelligence to be inferior and that it hurt the family. John M. Roberts knew Sela for
more than two years and " [alfter an intimate acquaintance I did
not consider him a man of sound mind-he was a crank (fool)."43
Tom Head closed the defense's testimony with the words, "I have
always considered [Sela] of unsound mind at times." S. B. Turman,
present in St. Petersburg on the day of the killing, claimed that
Sela told him at the time of his arrest that "he had killed a man for
interfering with his family.. .he was laboring under hallucination
[that] somebody was following him and wanted to kill him."44
~ecauseSela often fished alone and talked little with other men,
many of his acquaintances thought him odd.
Jennie admitted on the stand that her husband never had any
problems with other men, and that he did not drink, gamble or
stay out all night.45 He did not participate in any male bonding
activities. By not drinking, gambling, or staying out all night, Sela
added positive character traits as a husband to his identity in the
hopes of winning an acquittal. Late nineteenth marriage manuals
claimed that the ideal husband spent his evenings at home,
delighted in his family instead of spending hours "in the city with
their male friends." The defense counsel sought to prove Jennie's
character defects brought on her adultery. Sela, despite his lingering insanity, represented an ideal husband.46
The Tampa Morning Tribune made little comment on Sela's
mental state. In fact, the insanity defense seemed unnecessary.
Their true concern was the disruption of a contented home, by the
"devil incarnate," W. M. Hendley, and the "false wife," Jennie
42. Robert M. Ireland, "Insanityand the Unwritten Law," The Ahcan
Legal History 32, no 2 (April, 1988): 169.
43. "EvidenceAll In," 13January 1895.
44. Ibid.
45. "Ruined Lives," 11 January 1895.
46. Marsh, 114.
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Harrison. Furthermore, Jennie, a "notorious character fro111one
end of the county to the other" had been deceived by a false lover
at the age of sixteen. Jennie admitted she had been deceived, but
interestingly the fault laid with her, not the man who tricked her.
Despite the sensationalism, the Tampa Morning Tribune claimed
objectivity while covering the Harrison case. "We do not desire to
bias public sentiment,"declared Stovall, "nor to prejudice the public mind, but a common cause of humanity demands that the
defendant should have the benefit of the good his deed has done
in the defense of the mother, wife, and home, with all that they
imply."47 Not once did the newspaper refer to the killing as a
"crime", however, Jennie's "crime" of adultery, and Hendley's
"crime" of home wrecking, appeared as common themes throughout the coverage.
In the end, "whether or not the accused acted like a 'man' or
an effeminate sneak" usually determined the outcome of the
trial." Stovall predicted an acquittal based largely on "notions of
masculinity." Sela acted in a manly fashion by murdering to protect his home and family, while Hendley, the "sneak," led a passionate affair with the wife of another man. Stovall, confident in
his gender role assignments and society's acceptance of them,
focused on concepts of masculinity to explain the murder and trial
to the Tampa Bay community. While examining similar murder
cases, McLaren was "struck by the inclusion of both hard facts and
vague gender expectations" used in trial and media coverage,49
Stovall and the Tampa Morning Tribune, gave the reader a "resume
of the facts in [Harrison] trial" but infused the coverage with concepts of proper manhood, character, and honor.50
When the jury convened on January 13, 1895, little question
remained that Sela Harrison had killed W. M. Hendley. M. B.
Macfarlane, the lead counsel for the defense, did not disagree, and
neither did any one else in the courtroom, but would the legal
court find him guilty of murder, or, would the jury support Sela's
vigilante justice?
"Vigilantism in Tampa," writes historian Robert Ingalls, "was
largely the product of a series of continuing power
47.
48.
49.
50.

"Ruined Lives," 11January 1895.
McLaren, 121.
Ibid., 111.
"Ruined Lives," 11January 1895.
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struggles.. .[which]...emerged as a pervasive force in the 1880s, at
the time Tampa was undergoing transformation ...into a large
southern
Furthermore, Ingalls argues that vigilantism
needs "some degree of organization by a group of people" and
although there is no agreement on the number, individuals are
excluded.52 Vigilante justice in Tampa had an established history
by 1895. In the early 1880s, newspaper editor John Perry Wall
wrote, "The public sentiment [of Hillsborough County] may be
relied on to protect the honor and defend the helplessness of the
fairer sex from insult and outrage.. .Lynch law may occasionally be
necessary."53 Harrison acted alone, and this may have hurt him in
the deliberation room. He conspired with no one, and took the
law into his own hands. He ignored the power structure ofjustice
in his attempt to revenge the insult to his family.
Lynching, and other vigilante activities, undertaken on behalf
of the "terms of 'honor' and the sanctity of the 'fairer sex' reflected a commitment to a set of values that frequently led to violence."" As Ingalls points out, the defense of the family and home
connected with this commitment to the fairer sex, occurred commonly in southern cities before and after the Civil War. Stovall
actively supported these occurrences, and knew his readers did as
well. For example, in a July 1895 article Stovall pondered the
advisability of lynch law. Discussing an attempted rape case in
which a mulatto man was accused of attempted rape of an eightyear-old white girl, Stovall praised ''Judge Lynch, whose court is in
perpetual session [and who is] a grim protector of the virtue of
loved ones." Stovall continued, "Right or wrong, Uudge Lynch] is
recognized, in fact, by every judge and jury in the land, and his
court will remain open so long as there exists a black or white
brute among us who would rob woman of her virtue."55 One only
has to look at the language used in the Harrison trial to see
Stovall's support of Sela's vigilantejustice. Thejurors, familiar with
individual and organized violence, began deliberating Harrison's
case in January 1895.

5 1.
52.
53.
54.
55.
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Ibid., xv.
John Perry Wall quoted in Ingalls, 3.
Ingalls, 3.
"Clark's Crime,'' Tampa Morning Tribune, 23 July 1895.
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The January 1 3 article
~
sub-title in the Tampa Mming Tribune
read "Looks Like Acquittal: Vile Mrs. Harrison Condemned by
Husband, Public and Even Herself.. .." In order to gain an acquittal, argues historian Martin Wiener, "a homicidal husband usually
had to come into court with clean hands ...bearing no obvious
responsibility for himself provoking his wife's provocative behavi ~ r . "Although
~ ~
it held no legal weight, the character of the
deceased was of "first importance."57 As can be seen in the media
coverage of Harrison's case, the deceased Hendley was presented
as the villain, not the victim. Stovall published very little about
Hendley. His full first name was never printed in the paper, hisjob
was never revealed--other than what Jennie revealed on the witness stand-and family information is limited. It was easier to
dehumanize a person when little was known about him.
By highlighting Sela's immediate, peaceful surrender to
Marshal Gill, the defense team, demonstrated Sela's honorable
intentions. Nevertheless, the Tampa Morning Tribune made one
last effort to solidify public opinion on the side of Sela. "Public
sentiment is nearly a unit as to his acquittal," read the Tampa
Morning Tkibune, "if he were sane it would be hard to find a jury
that would convict him under the circumstances.'~ The Tampa
Morning Tribune continued, as if to get one more shot in at Jennie
Harrison:
There is one reason in the way of this presumption which
would have its weight before the jury were it not for the
fact of the defendant's insanity. That is the perfidy of the
defendant's wife. She was vile enough to intrigue with the
deceased-and when she was caught up with and promised reformation she was base enough to continue her
illicit relations with the man who ruined Harrison's home.
But his insanity is hardly a question now since all the testimony is in, and it is believed the jury will acquit himes8

56. Martin J. Wiener, "The Sad Story of George Hall: Adultery, Murder, and the
Politics of Mercy in Mid-Victorian England," Social History 24, no. 2 (1999):
183.
57. Wiener, 182. Angus McLaren also found that the deceased's reputation was
often trampled during the murder trial. See McLaren, 121.
58. "EvidenceAll In," 13January 1895.
58. "Manslaughter!"The Tampa Morning Tribune,16 January 1895.
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LOOKSLIKEACQUITTAL
Jennie's perfidy excused Sela's action.
On January 15 the jury came back with their verdict.
eight days of trial, the jury found Sela P. Harrison gui
manslaughter and sentenced him to six months in the coun
"The verdict of the jury," wrote the Tampa Morning T ~ b u n
quite a surprise to the people of this city who had acquainted
themselves with the facts and circumstances surrounding this
case." Although supposedly a forgone conclusion, "without ex
tion," that the jury would acquit Sela, the newspaper did not dwell
on the outcome, rather, it quickly accepted the verdict because it
amounted "almost to an acquittal." All the court officials, pronounced the Tampa Monting Tribune, acted justly throughout the
proceedings.59
Why did Sela receive six months in jail when the newspaper
seemed certain he would be acquitted, and, why were his contemporaries often acquitted for crimes committed under similar circumstances? Sela did wait a number weeks after learning of the
affair before murdering Hendley, and this may have hurt him in
deliberation room. Scholar Hendrik Hartog, while researching
"the unwritten law" in nineteenth-century America discovered that
"time was of the essence." The husband, argues Hartog, had to act
immediately upon discovery of his wife's adulterous affair. "If he
dawdled, if he planned, if he thought about what he should do, he
became a premeditating murderer.. .subverting the peace of the
community."60
McLaren found that the work ethic of the defendant ,often
weighed on the jury during its d e l i b e r a t i ~ n .During
~~
the nineteenth century, a man's employment informed social identity.
Anthony Rotundo argues that a man without "'business' was less
than a man."62 His employment helped connect his identity to the
rest of society. The unemployed Sela Harrison, although significantly distraught, and proved to be of "unsound mind," would still
have been less than a man in the eyes of the jurors.
Sela, declared insane by his wife, his friends, his defense team,
and the city newspaper, may have acted honorably in the d
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of his home, yet his unsound mind still differentiated him from
dominant society. His insanity appeared not to be a temporary
state caused directly by his wife's unfaithfulness-although Stovall
and the Tampa Morning Tribune claimed it was-but rather a permanent condition. Wiener found that by the 1880s the defendant's insanity began to overshadow provocation in i m p ~ r t a n c e . ~ ~
However, Stovall virtually ignored Sela's mental incompetence
(printing only what was said on the witness stand), and focused
instead on his provocation. Sela's unemployment not withstanding, the jurors probably saw him as different from themselves: a
working-class man supported by his adulterous wife, with a history
of mental instability. Perhaps worse, though the Tampa Morning
Tribune did not make much of it, Sela reportedly read the socialist
Coming Nation.
Tampa experienced profound and turbulent changes during
the 1880s and 1890s, and the white, middle-classjurors may have
looked at Sela as a political example to the number of new arrivals
at the city gates. In 188'7Tampa community leaders expelled nine
Cuban militants for labor organizing. In 1891, the Cuban push for
independence ballooned with the visit of Cuban nationalist Jose
Marti. As Ingalls points out, other immigrants "rallied behind various socialist and anarchist banners," which could not have been
reassuring to the Tampa elite who sought to maintain the political
status
We can never be sure of the jury's reasoning.
Perhaps individual vigilante violence-no matter what the provocation-made the jurors uneasy. Regardless, six months in county
jail did not amount to a harsh punishment for murder. The society's belief of "agreed on notions of masculinity,'' perpetuated by
the Tampa Momzing Tribune resulted in the very lenient sentence
for Sela Harrison.
Unfortunately, the fate of the Harrisons is unknown. Stovall
did not mention Sela or Jennie throughout the rest of the year.
Sela does not appear on an 1896 voter registration list for
Hillsborough County, and neither Harrison appears in the 1900
Hillsborough County Census. However, for a brief time the
Harrisons' private life was propelled to Tampa's front page as an
example of shameful lust and courageous, honorable manhood.

63. Weiner, 194.
64. Ingalls, 43.
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In the Hillsborough County Courtroom members of the
Tampa community gathered to decide the fate of a killer. The
court accepted the hard facts of the case. Sela committed the murder. His motives became central to the trial rather than the evidence in the case. His wife's "notorious character" and the actions
of the deceitful Hendley were acted out for the public to hear and
judge. Stovall, in his effort to present Tampa as a stable, civilized,
and permanent city, used the Tampa Morning Tribune to solidify traditional gender codes in this expanding and evolving city. His
newspaper praised the bold Sela Harrison, who used "manly logic,"
followed his animal instincts, and defended his home and family.
Ironically, the very conditions that may have led to his brief imprisonment-his
insanity and unemployment-were
ignored by
Stovall and the Tampa Morning Tkibune. Jennie and Hendley,
denounced to the spectators, became objects of scorn. The body
of the deceased, as well as Sela's sentence, stood as an example to
those who thought of tempting married women. When the trial
came down to honor and murder, honor proved to be the victor.
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